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(57) ABSTRACT

In a reaction vessel for the purification of crude aromatic
carboxylic acid, a bed of hydrogenation catalyst having a
vapor space is located above the hydrogenation catalyst bed.
A packed bed and a holdup section are located within the
vapor space and spaced above the catalyst bed. The reaction
vessel has means for introducing crude aromatic carboxylic
acid and means for introducing hydrogen to the reaction
vessel at respective locations such that in use the crude car-
boxylic acid contacts the hydrogen in the packed bed. The
reaction vessel also has means for removing purified aromatic
carboxylic acid.

15 Claims, 1 Drawing Sheet
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APPARATUS AND PROCESS FOR
PURIFICATION OF AROMATIC
CARBOXYLIC ACID

This application is a 371 of PCT/GB2013/052844, filed on
Oct. 31, 2013.

The present invention relates to a reaction vessel and a
process for the purification of crude aromatic carboxylic
acids. More specifically, the invention relates to a reaction
vessel and a process for the purification of aromatic polycar-
boxylic acids, and in particular of terephthalic acid or isoph-
thalic acid.

Typically crude terephthalic acid is produced by the oxi-
dation of p-xylene. The oxidation is conducted using acetic
acid as solvent in the presence of a catalyst. The solution is
then cooled in a stepwise manner to crystallise the tereph-
thalic acid. The crude terephthalic acid is then removed from
the acetic acid solvent and this is generally done by filtration.
So-called “crude” terephthalic acid is most economically pro-
duced with a purity of about 99.6-99.7 wt % with the major
impurity generally being 4-carboxybenzaldehyde which is
the intermediate in the reaction chain immediately prior to the
production of the terephthalic acid. Since 4-carboxybenzal-
dehyde and other impurities in the crude terephthalic acid
such as p-toluic acid and benzoic acid have a single carboxy-
lic acid end group and so act as chain stoppers in downstream
polymerisation reactions in which the terephthalic acid is
reacted with ethylene glycol to form the polyester product
their presence is undesirable. Thus whilst the level of purity of
crude terephthalic acid is sufficient for some purposes, further
purification of this crude product is generally required such as
where the terephthalic acid is to be used in the production of
polyesters. Purified terephthalic acid has a significantly lower
content of impurities with the total content of p-toluic acid
and 4-carboxybenzaldehyde desirably being less than 200
ppm w/w. This ensures that the purified terephthalic acid is of
sufficient purity to make the polymeric products which can be
used to manufacture bottles, films, polyester fibres and fila-
ments.

Other aromatic carboxylic acids are produced by oxidation
of an aromatic compound in a solvent in the presence of a
catalyst. The product of the oxidation reaction will not gen-
erally be sufficiently pure for the uses to which they are to be
put and a purification step will be required.

In the purification of, for example, terephthalic acid, the
crude terephthalic acid, which is contaminated with undes-
ired impurities is dissolved in water to produce a clear solu-
tion. The solution is then passed through a heterogeneous
hydrogenation catalyst where the impurities are hydroge-
nated to a form that makes them more easily separated from
the desired terephthalic acid. Thus, the hydrogenation step
enables high purity terephthalic acid to be produced. By
“high” purity we mean that as a minimum the purified tereph-
thalic acid has a higher purity compared to the crude tereph-
thalic acid and preferably have a p-toluic acid and 4-carboxy-
benzaldehyde content of 200 ppm w/w or less.

One example of a process in which the impurities are
hydrogenated is described in U.S. Pat. No. 3,584,039 in
which an aqueous solution of crude terephthalic acid is
hydrogenated in the presence of a catalyst. The treated solu-
tion is separated from the catalyst and the pure terephthalic
acid is then recovered by crystallisation. The crystals can then
be separated from the impurities which are retained in the
mother liquor. In U.S. Pat. No. 3,584,039 the catalyst is a
Group VIII Noble metal catalyst on an inert support. Typi-
cally commercially the catalyst is 0.5% w/w palladium on a
carbon base support.
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As the catalyst is quite fragile, in order to maximise the life
of the catalyst bed, the hydrogenation reactor is generally
operated with a fully flooded catalyst bed. In this case there is
only liquid flowing over the catalyst bed and a liquid level is
maintained above the catalyst bed. It follows that the hydro-
gen required for the hydrogenation reaction must be dis-
solved in the liquid feed to the hydrogenation reactor before
the solution reaches the liquid level and flows down through
the hydrogenation catalyst bed. Operating with a fully
flooded bed means that if insufficient hydrogen is dissolved in
the liquid before it reaches the catalyst bed, then not all of'the
impurities can be hydrogenated such that the desired level of
purity will not be achieved.

Historically, in the simplest form, the dissolution of hydro-
gen into the liquid feed stream to the hydrogenation reactor
has been achieved by flowing the dissolved crude product
stream into the reaction vessel via a basic ring type distributor.
The distributor enables the crude liquid feed to flow down-
wardly in liquid columns through a vapour space located
above the liquid level of the hydrogenation catalyst bed. The
vapour space comprises water vapour and hydrogen. The
hydrogen is generally added directly into the vapour space at
a rate which is equivalent to the rate at which hydrogen is
being dissolved into the liquid solution of crude acid in water
in order to maintain the pressure in the vessel.

The rate at which the hydrogen dissolves into the liquid
stream is dependent on the partial pressure of hydrogen in the
vapour space as well as the liquid surface area. There are
limits on the partial pressure of hydrogen that can be
achieved. The partial pressure is primarily limited by the
mechanical design pressure of the reactor vessel as well as the
maximum delivery pressure available from the pumps
upstream that are feeding the liquid stream into the reactor.

The main problem with this ring type distributor system is
that over time it has been found that the edges of the holes
erode and become enlarged. Eventually the metal between
adjacent holes is eroded sufficiently for the holes to combine
into an elongated opening. This erosion of the holes within the
distributor gradually reduces the effectiveness of this method.
This is because as the number of liquid columns passing
through the vapour space decreases, the surface area of liquid
available to contact the hydrogen is also reduced. Thus, lower
hydrogen concentrations are achieved in the liquid due to the
reduction in mass transfer area.

Ultimately this adversely affects the plant operation. This
means that either the reactor rate has to be reduced or the
incoming feed quality has to be improved to reduce the levels
of impurities in the feed and hence reduce the hydrogenation
load. These effects impact on the economic viability of pro-
ducing the desired purified product.

Eventually the erosion of the ring distributor will require
the plant to be stopped so that the distributor can be replaced.

Even when the plant is operating with a new liquid ring
distributor, the amount of liquid surface area available may
not necessarily be enough to fully saturate the liquid solution
with hydrogen.

It has therefore been desirable to consider alternative
designs in order to further increase the liquid surface area in
the vapour space of the reactor.

A further problem associated with this type of ring type
distributor is that additional height has to be provided in the
reactor to provide sufficient area for the contact between the
liquid and the hydrogen. This additional height is associated
with providing sufficiently tall columns of liquid to achieve
the required liquid surface area.

One alternative arrangement is described in WO2011/
100682. In this arrangement a liquid distributor is used which
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comprises a perforated circular disc or perforated circular
open pipe or channel with a diameter of about 0.3 t0 0.9 of the
purification reactor vessel diameter. The perforated disc
breaks the incoming liquid into a plurality of small liquid
columns which increases the liquid surface area over that
achieved with conventional ring type distributors.

Whilst this arrangement offers improvements in the
amount of available surface area, it does suffer from various
disadvantages and drawbacks. In particular, the height of the
reaction vessel has to be increased further over conventional
arrangements to allow for installation of the distributor and
additional height has to be provided to generate the liquid
surface area below the distributor.

A further problem is that the distributor plate has to be
installed such that it is level to ensure that a uniform flow of
liquid from the plate is achieved. This is important since any
imbalance in liquid flow across the perforated distributor
plate can cause a reduction in the liquid surface area. This
requirement makes installation of the plate difficult.

An alternative arrangement for allowing a liquid feed to
have hydrogen saturated therein is described CN202179958.
In this arrangement, a packed section is located above the
main catalyst bed. The packed section extends across the
whole cross section of the reactor.

An alternative arrangement is disclosed in US2002127160.
In this arrangement, a sub-assembly is described to provide
contact between a liquid phase and a gas phase which are in
downflow mode. The sub-assembly comprises at least one
distributor tray located above a bed of granular solid, com-
prising a plurality of downcomers each surmounted by at least
one jet distributer device and each having in its upper portion
atleast one cross section of flow for entry of the major portion
of the gas phase into the downcomer and, between the upper
portion and the lower portion of the downcomer above the
tray, and at least one cross section of flow for entry of the
major portion of the liquid phase into the downcomer, and in
its lower portion at least one cross section of flow of the
mixture formed in the downcomer for distributing it over the
bed of granular solid located below the lower portion, each
downcomer containing at least one packing extending across
the whole of the transverse cross-section of the downcomer
between its upper portion and its lower portion in the circu-
lation zone, constituted by cells through which said liquid and
said gas phase pass, said cells orientating the circulation of
fluids inside said downcomer in a substantially radial direc-
tion. However, this arrangement is complex to construct and
requires substantial height in the reaction vessel above the
catalyst bed.

It is therefore desirable to provide an alternative process
which enables the feed to the hydrogenation catalyst bed to be
fully saturated with hydrogen. It is also preferred that this is
achieved whilst minimising the height of the vessel in which
the hydrogenation reaction is performed.

This is achieved by providing a packed section and a liquid
holdup section in the vapour space of the reaction vessel.

Thus according to a first aspect of the present invention
there is provided a reaction vessel for the purification of crude
aromatic carboxylic acid comprising:

a bed of hydrogenation catalyst having a vapour space

located above said hydrogenation catalyst bed;

a packed bed and a holdup section located within the

vapour space and spaced above said catalyst bed;
means for introducing crude aromatic carboxylic acid and
means for introducing hydrogen to the reaction vessel at
respective locations such that in use the crude carboxylic
acid contact the hydrogen in the packed bed; and
means for removing purified aromatic carboxylic acid.
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By this means the crude aromatic carboxylic acid may be
fully saturated with hydrogen. The crude aromatic carboxylic
acid is generally provided as an aqueous solution. The
“crude” carboxylic acid feed may be the direct product from
the process for the production of the carboxylic acid feed or it
may be a feed which has already been subject to some puri-
fication process.

The packed bed will generally be provided with sufficient
voidage that the liquid contacts the hydrogen in the vapour
space. The packed bed will not be flooded. With this arrange-
ment saturation can be achieved without the additional height
requirement of prior art arrangements. In one arrangement the
reduction in height will be of the order of 1 to 1.5 m in a vessel
oftypically 9 to 10 m height. Without wishing to be bound by
any theory, the resulting vessel height reduction is achieved
since the required mass transfer is not dependent on the height
of falling liquid streams.

Typically the means for introducing the hydrogen will be
located at or near the top of the vessel. In this arrangement, the
hydrogen and the crude carboxylic acid flow co-currently
through the packed bed. Additionally it may be added at any
other suitable point including at or near the bottom of the
vessel and/or between the packed bed and the catalyst bed. In
one arrangement, it may be added into the liquid holdup
section.

However, in some arrangements the introducing means
may be configured to introduce the hydrogen below the
packed bed such that the introduced hydrogen flows upwards
counter-currently to the liquid flowing downwardly through
the packed bed.

The crude aromatic carboxylic acid will generally be sup-
plied in a suitable solution or as a slurry therein. Any suitable
solvent may be used. For the purposes of the present applica-
tion the reference to the “carboxylic acid” should be under-
stood to be the acid and its solvent. The use of a holdup section
generally provides sufficient residence time to ensure that all
of the crude aromatic carboxylic acid solids are fully dis-
solved in the solvent before it is contacted with the hydrogen
in the packed bed. In this arrangement, the liquid is generally
added into the liquid holdup section.

Any configuration may be used for the liquid holdup sec-
tion and the packed bed which achieve the required result. In
one arrangement, the liquid holdup section may be located at
any position above the packed bed. In this arrangement, any
suitable means may be used to remove the liquid from the
liquid holdup section and supply it to the packed bed. In this
arrangement, the packed bed may extend across the reactor.

In a preferred arrangement, the liquid holdup section will
be located as an annulus around a central downcomer. In this
arrangement the inlet means for the aromatic carboxylic acid
will generally be located at or near the bottom of the liquid
holdup section. In this arrangement, the packed bed may be
located below the downcomer or may be located within the
downcomer.

In one arrangement, a pluralities of downcomers may
extend through the liquid holdup section.

In a still further alternative arrangement the holdup section
may be located centrally with the packed bed being located as
an annulus around it.

Any suitable packing may be used provided that it provides
a plurality of surfaces which will be wetted by the crude
aromatic carboxylic acid solution to provide a large surface
area for contact with the hydrogen. Suitable packings include
random packings, structured packings, grids or balls.

According to a second aspect of the present invention there
is provided a process for the purification of an aromatic car-
boxylic acid, the process comprising:
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introducing a liquid stream of crude aromatic carboxylic
acid and hydrogen into the reaction vessel of the above
mentioned first aspect, operating under hydrogenation
conditions; and recovering a purified aromatic carboxy-
lic acid from the reaction vessel.

The invention is particularly suitable to the production of
purified terephthalic acid or purified isophthalic acid.

The reaction vessel and process will be operated such that
the hydrogenation catalyst bed is fully flooded by the hydro-
gen saturated solution of aromatic carboxylic acid. Any suit-
able heterogeneous hydrogenation catalyst may be used.
Suitable catalysts include those comprising Group VIII noble
metals. The catalyst used may be supported or unsupported.
Where a support is used it will be selected such that it is not
dissolved in the reaction conditions. Suitable supports
include carbon and charcoal as these are inert. Examples of
suitable commercially available catalysts include D3065 sup-
plied by Chimet, catalysts available from BASF, and
H2Max50 or H2Max HD available from Sud-Chemie.

The hydrogenation reaction conditions required will
depend on the carboxylic acid being treated and the solvent
used. Typical reaction conditions for the purification of
terephthalic acid are a temperature of about 270° C. to about
290° C. and a pressure of about 60 barg to about 90 barg.
Typical reaction conditions for the purification of isophthalic
acid are a temperature of about 200° C. to about 240° C. and
a pressure of about 20 barg to about 40 barg.

The invention will now be described by way of example,
with reference to the formation of terephthalic acid and with
particular reference to the accompanying drawings in which:

FIG. 1 illustrates one embodiment of the reactor vessel of
the present invention.

It will be understood that many other items of equipment
which are not present in the drawings may be required. Such
additional items include, but are not limited to, pumps, hold-
ing tanks, valves, pressure sensors, temperature sensors, pres-
sure controllers, temperature controllers, level sensors, heat-
ers, coolers, surge tanks, condensers, column reboilers and
the like. Any such item of equipment would be installed in
accordance with conventional engineering practice.

As illustrated in FIG. 1 the reactor comprises a reactor
vessel 1. A bed of hydrogenation catalyst 2 is located at the
bottom of the reactor vessel 1. Hydrogen is added through an
inlet 3. Additionally or alternatively, hydrogen may be added
below the packed bed.

A liquid holdup section 4 is provided around a downcomer
5. The solution of crude aromatic carboxylic acid is intro-
duced into the reaction vessel 1 in line 6. A slurry of the crude
aromatic carboxylic acid may also be used and dissolution
will be completed in the liquid holdup section 4. The central
downcomer 5 is packed to form the packed bed. The arrows
illustrate the liquid flow path. Liquid from the liquid holdup
section 4 will overflow into the downcomer packed bed 5.

Hydrogenation ofthe impurities occurs when the hydrogen
saturated liquid contacts the hydrogenation catalyst bed 2.
The stream comprising the hydrogenated impurities and the
aromatic carboxylic acid is then removed in outlet 8.

The distance between the liquid level 7 and the bottom of
the liquid holdup/packed sections 9, 10 can be minimised and
be set according to good engineering practice which is suffi-
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cient to measure and control the liquid level above the hydro-
genation catalyst bed rather than be dictated by the need to
provide liquid height for hydrogen mass transfer.

The invention claimed is:

1. A reaction vessel for the purification of crude aromatic
carboxylic acid comprising:

a bed of hydrogenation catalyst having a vapor space

located above said hydrogenation catalyst bed;
apacked bed and a holdup section located within the vapor
space and spaced above said catalyst bed;
means for introducing a liquid comprising crude aromatic
carboxylic acid and means for introducing hydrogen gas
to the reaction vessel at respective locations such that in
use the liquid comprising crude carboxylic acid contacts
the hydrogen gas in the packed bed; and
means for removing purified aromatic carboxylic acid.
2. The reaction vessel according to claim 1 wherein the
means for introducing the hydrogen gas is located at or near
the top of the vessel.
3. The reaction vessel according to claim 1 wherein means
for introducing hydrogen gas is configured to introduce the
hydrogen below the packed bed or into the liquid holdup
section.
4. The reaction vessel according to claim 1 wherein a
plurality of packed beds is provided spaced one from another.
5. The reaction vessel according to claim 1 wherein the
liquid holdup section is located above the packed bed.
6. The reaction vessel according to claim 5 wherein the
packed bed extends across the reactor.
7. The reaction vessel according to claim 1 wherein the
liquid holdup section is located as one of an annulus around a
central downcomer and a central region within an annular
downcomer.
8. The reaction vessel according to claim 7 wherein the
inlet means for the aromatic carboxylic acid is located one of
at-and near the bottom of the liquid holdup section.
9. The reaction vessel according to claim 7 wherein the
packed bed is located one of below the downcomer and within
the downcomer.
10. The reaction vessel according to claim 1 wherein pack-
ing in the packed bed comprises at least one of: random
packings, structured packings, grids and balls.
11. A process for the purification of an aromatic carboxylic
acid, the process comprising:
introducing a liquid stream of crude aromatic carboxylic
acid and hydrogen into the reaction vessel according to
claim 1 operating under hydrogenation conditions; and

recovering a purified aromatic carboxylic acid from the
reaction vessel.

12. The process according to claim 11 wherein the aro-
matic carboxylic acid is terephthalic acid.

13. The process according to claim 12 wherein hydroge-
nation is carried out at a temperature of about 270° C. to about
290° C. and a pressure of about 60 barg to about 90 barg.

14. The process according to claim 11 wherein the aro-
matic carboxylic acid is isophthalic acid.

15. The process according to claim 14 wherein hydroge-
nation is carried out at a temperature of about 200° C. to about
240° C. and a pressure of about 20 barg to about 40 barg.
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